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Academic Leadership Journal
Introduction
The marked increase in the amount of research on foreign language learning motivation in the last 30
years is due to the widespread recognition of the vital importance of motivation to language learning
achievement (Chambers 1999; Dörnyei 2001; Ushioda 2006). The complexity of motivation as such
adds to the variety and range of research most of which is heavily influenced by the socio-educational
model of second language acquisition formulated by Gardner (1985). His distinction between
integrative orientation (when a learner wishes to communicate with people from the target culture) and
instrumental orientation (when a learner wishes to learn the language because of external goals such
as getting a certain grade in the subject or gaining career opportunities) is still the basis of many
scales and subscales produced by other researchers. One very important practical implication of
Gardnerian integrative-instrumental dichotomy is that it helps to differentiate the stability of a learner’s
goals. Instrumental motivation is very unstable as it is influenced by many external variables such as
economy, technology, etc. (Long 2001, p.7) while the strength of integrative motivation which is the
most elaborate and researched aspect of Gardner’s motivation theory (Dörnyei 2001, p. 49) is the
stability of its goals.
Dörnyei (1994, p. 274) indicates that in the past motivation research has not placed sufficient effort into
answering the question of how teachers can motivate language learners. Though one can find a lot of
research on motivation issues it would be extremely difficult to find anything as elaborate and detailed
on what type of motivation should be stimulated in particular contexts and what a language teacher
should do to stimulate a certain type of motivation. The analysis of the literature available shows the
tendency to admit that up to the intermediate level both integrative and instrumental motivation types
work just fine, but to go beyond intermediate level a language learner needs integrative motivation. This
conclusion is supported by the fact that many scholars agree that integrative motivation leads to better
achievement (Gardner and Lambert 1972; Dörnyei 2001). Besides, there is evidence that instrumental
motivation efficiently promotes foreign language learning only to the intermediate level (Dörnyei 1990;
Oxford and Shearin 1994).
The enormous amount of research produced in recent years on EFL learning motivation reflects the
importance of English which has become a global language. Here in Kazakhstan the government
encourages citizens to study English along with the Russian and Kazakh languages. Well-educated
and three lingual nation is considered the key factor for economic and social prosperity. The president
of the country proposed to begin a step-by-step realization of a cultural project “The Unity of Three
Languages” the main mission of which is to help the Kazakhstan people become a nation who can
efficiently use three languages: Kazakh as the national language, Russian as the language of
interethnic communication, and English as the language of successful integration in the global economy
(Nazarbayev, 2007).
The present study sought to start research on EFL motivation in Kazakhstan by exploring the strength
and nature of EFL learning motivation among English-major students in Kazakh Abylai khan University

of International Relations and World Languages located in Almaty, Kazakhstan. It’s the largest
university in Kazakhstan in the field of foreign languages and it produces the majority of English
teachers who go and teach English all over Kazakhstan after graduation. The present study is aimed at
formulating practical recommendations for teachers and administrators by building the students’
motivation profile and investigating the relation of motivation and academic achievement.
The present research focuses on second year English-major students. This group was chosen as the
focus of this study because according to the curriculum they are supposed to move from intermediate
to upper-intermediate/advanced level during their second year of study. Students are taught 12
academic hours of General English every week (1 academic hour = 50 minutes). Though realizing that
there are many external variables influencing students’ academic achievement the present study is
aimed at finding out how students’ motivation is related to their academic performance.
Methodology
A questionnaire was designed focusing on students’ attitudes towards English and English-speaking
countries, students’ EFL learning motivation and its relation to their academic achievement. Multiple
choice, open-ended and five-point Likert response scales ranging from “absolutely disagree” to
“absolutely agree” were used in the questionnaire. The final draft was piloted with one group of 14
second year English-major students. The final version of the questionnaire in English was distributed to
170 second year English-major students in the Pedagogical Faculty of Foreign Languages of the
Kazakh Abylai khan University of International Relations and World Languages. The questionnaires
were completed in the university but outside the class time. A total of 170 replies were received, of
which 132 were assessed as usable (non-usable questionnaires were the incomplete ones). This
represented a usable response rate of 77.6%.
Findings
Students’ general profile
The age of the students who completed the questionnaire ranges from 18 to 20: 18 year-olds – 33%;
19 year-olds – 56%; 20 year-olds – 9%. There was one student aged 25 and one student aged 30. The
majority of the students are female (89%) and 11% are male. By nationality the majority of the students
are Kazakh (88%), 8% are Russian, 2% Uyghur, 1% Armenian and 1% Korean. Students come from a
variety of Kazakhstan’s regions and cities, but the majority of them come from the southern cities and
towns of Kazakhstan like Almaty (40%), Shymkent (19%), Taraz (11%), Taldykorgan (4%), Issyk
(0.7%), Talgar (0.7%) and Kapchagay (0.7%). The west of the country is represented by the cities of
Atyrau (4%), Uralsk (3%), Aktobe (1.5%), Zhanaozen (0.7%) and Aktau (0.7%). There are few students
from the eastern part of Kazakhstan (1.5% come from Semey, and 0.7% come from Balkhash) as well
as from the north (Karaganda – 0.7%, Temirtau – 0.7%, Kokshetau – 0.7%, Pavlodar – 0.7%). There
are a few foreign students from China (1.5%) and Mongolia (1.5%).
Attitudes towards English
Most students who took part in the survey haven’t visited an English-speaking country (92%), only a few
of them have visited an English-speaking country in the past (8%). The striking 100% of them want to
visit an English-speaking country in the future showing their very positive attitude towards these

countries which is supported by 94% of them stating that they would like to live for some time in an
English-speaking country (6% don’t want to live for some time in an English-speaking country). The
majority (81%) of the students plan to study in an English-speaking country, and 19% of the students
don’t plan to do that.
In general attitudes towards English are positive, 85% of students said they like learning English.
Students also realize the importance of developing both their productive and receptive EFL skills (see
table 1 below), though there is a clear tendency to underestimate the importance of writing, listening
and reading compared to speaking.
Table 1. Students’ evaluation of importance of developing EFL skills.
Very important

Important

Not important

Speaking

88%

11%

1%

Writing

58%

41%

1%

Listening

70%

27%

3%

Reading

53%

40%

7%

An interesting finding in terms of student attitudes towards learning English was that 82% of them would
like to attend English courses outside university. This means they are ready to spend more of their
personal time studying English in addition to all the time they spend studying at the university which
includes 12 academic hours of General English every week. It could be an indicator of a strong
commitment to learn English well and requires further research. Given this tendency to admit the need
for additional tuition in English the data received on how much time students spend outside classroom
to study English (see table 2 below) is quite in line with the expressed wish to study English more. In
general instructors recommend to spend studying 1-2 hours at home (homework and self-study) for
every hour at university, so one could expect more students studying English at least 2-3 hours per day
and more.
Table 2. Time students spend outside classroom to study English.
Time spent outside

Time spent on

classroom to study English:

homework

less than 1 hour per day:

14%

6%

1-2 hours per day:

43%

36%

2-3 hours per day:

29%

28%

3-4 hours per day:

9%

21%

More than 4 hours per day:

5%

9%

Compared with the data on how much time students spend doing homework in general (see table 2
above) it’s clear that some students’ time outside classroom to study English is spent doing mostly the
homework (see figures of those who spend 2-3, 3-4 and more than 4 hours per day), and some
students do more self-study (see those who spend less than 1 and 1-2 hours per day). This data is very
important and the issue requires close attention of administrators and teachers.
EFL language learning motivation
The results of the questionnaire show that English-major students who took part in the survey have a
mixture of integrative and instrumental motivation (see table 3 below).
Table 3. Students’ EFL learning motivation.
Absolutely

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Absolutely

disagree

agree

Integrative motivation
I like listening to English speech.

-

1%

9%

24%

66%

I like reading in English.

-

1%

13%

30%

56%

5%

15%

80%

I like watching movies in English.
I like difficult tasks in English.

3%

5%

29%

42%

21%

I plan time for studying English
in my personal schedule.
40%

3%

7%

22%

28%

29%

11%

2%

2%

22%

36%

38%

18

5%

21%

20%

36%

62%

8%

11%

8%

11%

2%

5%

17%

76%

Instrumental motivation
I study English hard for the

20%

30%

10%

praise of the teacher.
I always do English homework.
I study English well because it’s
important to get the scholarship.
I study English just to graduate
from the university.
I study English hard because it’s a
very important language nowadays.

-

I study English in order to get an
ideal job in the future.

-

-

3%

17%

80%

I study English in order to be able
to go abroad in the future.

3%

2%

5%

17% 73%

The integrative motivation of the students is reflected in the following parameters. 90% like listening to
English speech (66% strongly agree, 24% agree). 86% like reading in English (56% strongly agree,
30% agree). 95% of students like watching movies in English (80% strongly agree, 15% agree). 63%
like difficult tasks in English (21% strongly agree, 42% agree).
The instrumental motivation obviously dominates over the integrative one judging by students’
responses. Though only 10% of the students strongly agree that they study English hard for the praise
of the teacher, there are 30% of them who agree with that statement. On the other hand 29% strongly
disagree, 11% disagree and 20% are neutral to the statement that they study English for the praise of
the teacher. The pattern shows that the number of students who do care for the praise of the teacher
(40% in total) is equal to the number of those who don’t (40% in total). This might be further investigated
as an indicator of students’ attitude towards their English teachers. The survey also showed that in total
74% of students always do English homework.
Since there are many students who study on the government grant, their grade in English is important in
receiving the monthly scholarship which is reflected in that a total of 56% (36% strongly agree and 20%
agree) of the students study English well because it’s important to get the scholarship. English-major
students who took part in the survey seem confident in being able to graduate from the university and
don’t see their achievement in English as critical for graduation since 62% of them strongly disagree
and 8% disagree that they study English just to graduate from the university. A total of 93% (76%
strongly agree and 17% agree) study English hard because it’s a very important language nowadays. A
total of 97% (80% strongly agree and 17% agree) study English in order to get an ideal job in the future.
And 90% of students (73 strongly agree and 17% agree) study English in order to be able to go abroad
in the future.
The data received on both types of motivation shows that students’ integrative motivation is based on
their general liking of the English language (“I like listening to English speech”) and the fun they get
through and as a result of learning English (“I like reading”, “I like watching movies in English”). The
instrumental motivation is based on their expectations to get better career opportunities, travel plans
and general acceptance of global importance of the English language. It’s important that the figures on
both types of motivation are almost equal which means that both instrumental and integrative motivation
types are strong and almost equally developed in the English-major students who took part in the
survey.
EFL language learning motivation and academic achievement
In terms of academic achievement the students’ own evaluation of their academic performance in
English is quite low. Table 4 below shows students’ evaluation of their English skills. Students are
obviously very critical when evaluating themselves if we look at the small numbers in the “excellent”

column. Quite high number of students who evaluate their skills as poor (especially listening) is
alarming for the second-year English-major students.
Table 4. Students’ evaluation of their English skills.
Poor

Good

Excellent

Speaking

21%

66%

13%

Writing

20%

69%

11%

Listening

55%

42%

3%

Reading

17%

66%

17%

The students’ evaluation of their English skills is quite critical too, as it’s consistent with their
assessment of their English level. The majority of the students (40%) evaluate their level as
intermediate, 24% think their English level is upper-intermediate, 15% think their English level is preintermediate, 3% think their English level is elementary, and only 1% think their English is on the
advanced level. Surprisingly many students (17%) stated that they don’t know their English level which
is really strange for someone whose major is English.
The data received on students’ perception of their own English level is consistent with the data on the
level of English students plan to achieve by the end of the 2nd year: the majority (54%) want to reach
the advanced level, 33% plan to reach the upper-intermediate level, 2% plan to improve up to the
intermediate level. Again there are quite a lot of students (11%) who stated that they didn’t think about
it.
The findings of the study don’t support previous research about the efficiency of instrumental motivation
only up to the intermediate level because we see that Kazakhstani English-major students who took
part in the survey are motivated both integratively and instrumentally but still seem to have tough times
going beyond the intermediate level. One reason of such poor achievement when students are
motivated both integratively and instrumentally might be lack of clearly formulated measurable
professional goals. Goals are behind any achievement, and when there is low achievement but
motivation to study is high, it might mean those students don’t have any clearly formulated specific
goals concerning or related to their English studies. This point is supported by the data received
through the questionnaire. Only 17% of the students want to be teachers of English after graduation, the
majority (48%) want to be translators, and 30% don’t know what their job after graduation might be, 2%
want to be a stewardess, 1% want to be a businessperson, 1% want to work in the military, and 1%
want to be a secretary. This data shows that the majority of students have vague career goals and
aspirations because 1) 30% openly admitted that; 2) 48% stated they want to be translators and
logically they should be in another faculty not pedagogical one. The comparison of this data with what
they want to do in 10 years ahead clearly shows the vagueness of their career goals: only 10% want to
be teachers of English in 10 years’ time compared to 17% who want to be teachers after graduation.
Surprisingly only 14% see themselves as translators in 10 years ahead. The majority of students (65%)
want to become businessmen in the coming 10 years, and 2% still don’t know what they want to do.
The remaining 9% constitute individuals who want to become investors, stewardesses, military people,

politicians and office workers. Table 5 below shows vividly the uncertainty the students feel about their
future careers.
Table 5. English-major students’ career plans.
Employment

Students who plan

it after graduation

in 10 years’ time

Students who plan it

Teacher of English

17%

10%

Translator

48%

14%

Businessperson
I don’t know

1%
30%

65%
2%

Another set of data on how much students plan to earn after graduation proves that they don’t have
specific career goals. The majority of students (33%) stated that they haven’t planned yet how much
they will earn after graduation. Though 25% stated that they plan to earn more than 300000 KZT
(around 2000 USD) per month, the amount is too high for entry level positions that the newly graduated
students are most likely to fill in the Kazakhstani job market after the recent global recession, especially
given the employment plans of the majority of students after graduation (see table 5 above). Another
25% of the students plan to earn between 100000 and 200000 KZT (600-1200 USD) per month, 12%
plan to earn between 200000 and 300000 KZT (1200-1800 USD) per month, and 5% plan to earn less
than 100000 KZT (600 USD) per month after graduation. So, the majority of the students haven’t even
planned how much they would like to earn after graduation and others have either unrealistically or
moderately high ambitions regarding their post-graduation salaries, very few have low ambitions
regarding their salaries.
Conclusion
The main conclusion drawn from the undertaken study is that academic performance is influenced by
many variables and one of them is not the motivation type, but lack of clear professional goals. Another
important conclusion is that one can expect a shortage of qualified English teachers in Kazakhstan in
the nearest future since the majority of the pedagogical faculty students don’t want to become English
teachers. And if eventually they do become teachers, they would have challenges with job satisfaction
because they never wanted that job.
In addition to these conclusions various data received on different aspects of student attitudes indicate
the need for the analysis of administrative and/or teaching approaches in the university. Some practical
implications for English teachers who teach these English-major students would be: 1) help students
clarify their professional goals (coach them) in order to focus the motivation of the students and direct
their efforts; 2) take measures that might go even as far as curriculum revision so that the General
English course taught is less “future teacher of English-oriented”. Recommendations for administrators
of the program would be to analyze the admission policy and administrative approaches so that the
pedagogical faculty would indeed become one.
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